








Parliament Square: The Making of a Political Space

In the nineteenth century, London went through a dramatic transformation, in population, architecture, organisation and size. Despite the Prince Regent’s attempts at grand design, there was no urban plan comparable with Baron Haussmann’s work in Paris. Instead, things were thrown up in a higgledy-piggledy manner: in addition to commercial ventures such as the great railway termini that formed a ring around the centre of the capital, a host of new public buildings appeared. Prominent examples were the Foreign Office, the Law Courts and the collection of museums and galleries in South Kensington that became known as ‘Albertopolis’, after their patron the Prince Consort. Amidst the new infrastructure and centres of civil administration, there was surprisingly little in the metropolitan landscape that reflected the politics of the nation. One obvious example was Charles Barry’s striking re-design of the Houses of Parliament, after the Palace of Westminster burned down in 1834. One of the few others was Parliament Square, laid out by Barry’s son, Edward Middleton Barry. There, between 1867 and 1883, a new public space was established, incorporating something akin to an outdoor mausoleum, where four newly-constructed memorials of prime ministers were gathered with a re-located predecessor. Five were honoured in this way: George Canning; Robert Peel; Viscount Palmerston; the fourteenth Earl of Derby; and Benjamin Disraeli. Subsequently, they have been joined by a wider group of politicians from across the English-speaking world: Abraham Lincoln; Jan Smuts; Winston Churchill; David Lloyd George; Nelson Mandela; and Mohandas K. Gandhi.
While historians have examined the Palace of Westminster for clues about its political masters’ intentions, almost none have turned to the urban landscape outside it. Yet, Parliament Square is the closest most people will get to Parliament itself, and it is as familiar to most Londoners as the iconic Big Ben. This article examines the way in which Westminster’s politicians have memorialised themselves in that public space, and its function in political culture. While its range of monuments are not on the scale of the indoor collections at Westminster Abbey or St. Paul’s Cathedral, Parliament Square represents a rare and useful example of a British outdoor space deliberately designed to exalt politics. This assessment deals with that iconic public space from a perspective defined by politics and Parliament, describing both its broad political use and contextualising the memorials within it. While urban planners and architects have made contributions to its development, the use of the space has been defined primarily by politicians; it is a political space with a political history, and its monuments have been chosen carefully. The Square is a visual representation of the ‘Great Men’ theory of history, and explicitly intended to be so by the politicians who have decorated it; paradoxically, at the same time, it has become symbolic of protest and dissent.
The visual presentation of power matters, both in the message intended for the viewer and what it tells us about the institutions and authorities who present it. David Cannadine has described the way in which, in the late nineteenth century, ‘growing international competitiveness was mirrored in the large-scale rebuilding of capital cities, as the great powers bolstered their self-esteem in the most visible, ostentatious manner.’ (Cannadine 1983, 126). Britain was no exception, and its distinctive political system manifested itself in the urban landscape. Roland Quinault recognised this when he examined the design of the Westminster Parliament, ‘a royal palace which highlighted the role of the Crown-in-Parliament’ (Quinault 1992, 79). The same is true of Parliament Square, designed to inspire the Victorian public with reminders of Parliament’s glory. It monumentalised examples of statesmanship, acted as an outdoor temple to Parliament and echoed imperial Rome. Before and during the Great War of 1914-18, it became entangled in the politics of the Anglo-American relationship, increasingly important in a world where British power was diminishing. Thereafter, despite an acknowledgement of the British Commonwealth’s importance in the 1950s, neglect of the space exemplified the way in which political memorialisation changed in the decades after 1918, when Great Men had been discredited. The governing class memorialised itself within, but rarely beyond, Parliament. This process reached a climax during the 1960s, when the civil service and political leadership resisted memorialising Winston Churchill. Subsequently, Parliament Square has been fought over by demonstrators and its political usage has reflected new priorities, with the addition of twenty-first century monuments.
The Square has rarely attracted the attention of historians, but there is of course a diverse literature dealing with the broader context from different angles. Historians have investigated the way in which, in the late nineteenth century, public space was used to display national identity. Describing the ‘invention of tradition’, Eric Hobsbawm noted how, in Wilhelmine Germany, buildings and monuments ‘were the most visible form of establishing a new interpretation of German history’ (Hobsbawm 1983, 274-5). Cannadine recorded a similar proliferation of monuments in Rome and Vienna (Cannadine 1983, 126-7). Others have developed these ideas further. Maiken Umbach, for example, has considered the history of a number of continental European cities, describing how ‘built environments…were important media in which a sense of the past was configured and communicated.’ (Umbach 2004, 28). Richard S. Wortman noted the use of monumental representation in Russia as part of a culture in which ‘display served as an essential mechanism of tsarist rule.’ (Wortman 2006, 1).
Such projects were not limited to the European continent. Simon Gunn, focusing on Britain’s industrial cities, has written about the way in which, from the 1860s, ‘civic spaces created a…distinct area, the “official city” defined by squares, monuments and statues’, which were ‘identified with municipal authority and an ebullient politico-historical iconography.’ (Gunn 2007, 50-51). London’s ‘official city’ was undergoing its own metamorphosis. Cannadine described the way in which, from the 1880s, ‘the squalid, fog-bound city of Dickens’ developed ‘into an imperial capital’, in which construction contributed to a ‘feeling of grandeur and magnificence.’ Drawing on statistical tables, he recorded a frenzy of statue-building between 1861 and 1920, noting how, in London, ‘as in other great cities, monumental, commemorative statues proliferated.’ (Cannadine 1983, 127-8; 164).




The rebuilding of the Palace of Westminster and its immediate environs was a gargantuan task, still unfinished at Charles Barry’s death in 1860. His son Edward was appointed to oversee its completion, which included laying out a formal square to the north of Parliament and east of the Abbey, an area which had been cleared of buildings in the early nineteenth century. Barry submitted his designs in 1865, and work began in 1867 (although Barry himself was later dismissed). Creating a newly ordered public space, Parliament Square provided the opportunity for a display of statesmanship in bronze. Canning’s statue, sculpted by Richard Westmacott, was not originally part of a wider design; it was placed at the west end of New Palace Yard, within Parliament’s precincts (to its east), in 1832, five years after Canning’s death. It was displaced to the new Square in 1867 by construction work on the Underground tunnel that was being built under New Palace Yard to the new Westminster Bridge station (opened in 1868, renamed plain Westminster in 1907). A memorial to Peel by Carlo Marochetti was also placed in New Palace Yard in 1866, but after Parliament objected to its dimensions and style, Matthew Noble was commissioned to design another one, which was put in Parliament Square in 1877. In 1869, a model of Thomas Woolner’s Palmerston was first tested in the Square, but was rejected on the grounds of being too small. Another model was tried in 1874, and the final version went up in 1876. In 1870, permission had been sought to place a likeness of Derby in the Square. The resultant statue – also sculpted by Noble – was unveiled in 1874, during a ceremony presided over by Derby’s former lieutenant Disraeli. The next memorial to arrive was of Disraeli himself, sculpted by Mario Razzi. It was unveiled with an even more triumphant ceremony, on the second anniversary of Disraeli’s death, 19 April 1883. These memorials were sponsored by senior politicians but paid for by public subscription.
The purpose of the new public space was threefold: it served a pedagogic function, providing exemplars of great lives for the public to observe; it served a political function, as an outdoor temple to Parliament; and it served an imperial function, echoing antiquity. Perhaps most obviously, these memorials reflected the growing significance of ‘great lives’ in the culture of the nation. As Walter E. Houghton long ago noted, in Britain, hero-worship was ‘a nineteenth-century phenomenon.’ (Houghton 1957, 305). In this, it followed continental Europe. The British prophet of hero-worship, and exponent of the ‘Great Man’ theory of history, was the writer Thomas Carlyle. For him, history was ‘the biography of great men’ (Carlyle 1841). Hero-worship was ‘the summary, ultimate essence, and supreme practical perfection of all manner of “worship”, and true worthships [sic] and noblenesses whatsoever.’ The search was on for great men (and it was, usually, men) to be suitable idols and act as examples to others. This principle extended far and wide in Victorian culture. In 1856, when Parliament debated the sum of money to be granted for a proposed National Portrait Gallery, politicians dwelt on the importance of presenting examples to be followed by the people. Similarly, ‘great’ lives were enshrined in another grand Victorian project, the Dictionary of National Biography, conceived in 1882 as a patriotic duty. In such a cultural climate, it is no accident that monuments to ‘great lives’ multiplied in public spaces. In 1867, for example, at the same time that the Parliament Square project was beginning in London, huge crowds in Manchester processed to the unveiling of a statue of the free-trade campaigner and radical MP Richard Cobden (who had died two years earlier) in St Ann’s Square, a contemporary centre of political protest.
The Parliament Square project also reinforced the significance of the legislature at the heart of the British state. Quinault has suggested that ‘There is little iconographic evidence that the new Houses of Parliament were conceived as a temple to Whiggism and parliamentary sovereignty.’ (Quinault 1992, 86). By contrast, Parliament Square, with its array of great parliamentarians, did provide an outdoor temple to that sovereignty. Parliamentary politicians were the heroes of the late Victorian era. While Victorian generals and churchmen were commemorated in the urban landscape too, only Trafalgar Square, with its Georgian monuments, exceeded Parliament Square in conception. Parliament was important above all else. By the late nineteenth century its denizens were accorded a reverence that would have been unrecognisable to the earlier age of satirists such as James Gillray and George Cruikshank; it would seem equally strange to a twenty-first century observer. The Victorians’ belief in the primacy of the legislature (particularly its lower house) and its appropriateness for British government was unshakeable. It was at the heart of their concept of the nation-state. In Walter Bagehot’s classic study of the Constitution, he was emphatic: ‘The practical choice of first-rate nations is between the Presidential Government and the Parliamentary; no state can be first-rate which has not a Government by discussion, and those are the only two existing species of that Government.’ (Bagehot 1867, 311). Successive generations of historians have agreed that Parliament and the debate it housed represented the centre of the Victorian nation, far more so than its eponymous monarch: ‘There was one residuum of political power, Parliament, and that power lay in the House of Commons.’ (McCallum 1959, 149). For the Victorians, to commemorate Parliament was to sanctify the British political ideal.
	But the commemoration of great parliamentary lives also served an imperial purpose. A display of great orators and leaders in the urban landscape was a logical step for a power which, implicitly and explicitly, compared itself to ancient Rome. Shaw Lefevre thought that Disraeli’s statue ‘seemed to invite as an inscription’ an Horatian ode (Shaw Lefevre 1884). Such a choice reflected an increasing British association with the Roman imperium. At the zenith of British power in 1850, as Palmerston had defended his bellicose foreign policy, it had been the Romans to whom he had turned. Explicitly, he had drawn a parallel between the British Empire and Ancient Rome, when he had declared that every Englishman abroad could, like Roman citizens, call upon the aid of the imperial power. It was a common enough parallel to draw, and for many years the nineteenth century has been known as the era of the ‘Pax Britannica’. In the temple of representative government, the Latin panegyric was the obvious epitaph for a hero. And it was the memorials of Ancient Rome, more than anything in British political culture, that the Square resembled.
As Rome had its forum complex around the Curia Julia, where the Senate met, so did Parliament. Roman parallels were identified in Parliament Square. At the unveiling of Disraeli’s statue, the Conservative leader in the Commons, Sir Stafford Northcote, drew the spectators’ attention to Antiquity: ‘I think there are few who will fail to recall at such a moment as this the practice of those ancient nations who glorified their dead by the erection of statues to their memory; but it is, I think, especially appropriate to remember that practice of the great Roman people who brought into their forum, into the very middle of their political and daily life, the images of their great men who had been engaged in a public career.’ (Speech reported in The Times, 1883) For the British public, about their business in Westminster, there would be edifying monuments around them. As Burch has noted, the whole complex took on a quasi-mythical status. Mee would later write of the district in reverent tones: ‘It has Parliament, the Palace, and the Abbey, the seat of Government, the home of our Kings, the shrine of our Immortals.’ (Mee 1937, 11). This was rather different from the hurly-burly of the Trafalgar Sqaure political meeting. Parliament Square was where the shrine and the seat of government met.
Just as a shrine has its icons for decoration by the faithful and desecration by iconoclasts, so the Square has fulfilled the same function. Disraeli’s statue, in particular, was a shrine to a certain type of Conservatism, but before we get too carried away with the idea of ‘sacred’ space, it is important not to forget that this was also a political space, which was used for profoundly political ends. The Disraeli statue became part of the activities of a Conservative grassroots movement for which it was also an inspiration: the Primrose League. Its formation having been inspired by popular acclaim for the statue (Disraeli’s favourite flower was allegedly the primrose, widely worn at the unveiling), members of the League would meet annually in Parliament Square to commemorate their hero and his politics. Reverence for the Square was a preoccupation of the governing classes. It was important to them that the shrine to great parliamentarians be kept in a fit condition for veneration.
Others had different ideas. In 1869, after the model for the Palmerston statue was first on view, the police had to be given special instructions to watch over it, ‘with a view to prevent any injury being done to it.’ (Office of Works 1869). There was a more persistent problem with the Canning enclosure. In 1872, the Westminster District Board of Works complained about ‘nuisances constantly being committed behind Canning[’]s statue in the Broad Sanctuary.’ (Office of Works 1872). An official was sent to investigate, and he concluded that there was ‘no doubt that at present the back of the base of the statue is little better than a urinal’. What was more, ‘idle persons continually loiter there in fine weather.’ (Office of Works 1873). By 1900 there was a more prosaic difficulty with Canning. The Secretary at the Office of Works, Lord Esher, complained that ‘it is a very difficult statue to keep clean, as the London sparrow appears to have taken up his abode in the robe of the Statesman’s image’ (Esher 1900). Esher appreciated the importance of keeping the Square in good order; his management of the trappings of power and state ceremonial was unsurpassed. Senior servants of the State concerned themselves with such details because public space mattered. Monuments in the urban landscape were cared for as carefully as they had been chosen.




The Victorian quartet, with their Georgian companion, Canning, were the only memorials on the site for nearly another four decades after Disraeli was unveiled, until a replica of an American statue of Abraham Lincoln appeared in 1920. Six years later, in a guide to statuary, one writer was puzzled by why Lincoln was there at all. He thought ‘the ordinary man would perhaps be justified in asking why’ the monument to an American President ‘should form almost part of a group of British Prime Ministers, and above all why it should be placed facing Westminster Abbey – historic pile representative of all that is most British.’ (Gleichen 1928, 39). He was ignoring several political imperatives that had changed since the Victorians conceived the Parliament Square project. American power and friendship now mattered more than it would have done in 1867. Although Lincoln was unveiled in 1920, the project had a pre-war genesis. It was the brainchild of the less-than-pithily-named American Committee for the Celebration of the Hundredth Anniversary of Peace Among English-speaking Peoples, set up to celebrate the century of peace since the 1812-14 Anglo-American war. Postponed by the outbreak of war, plans for a statue received extra impetus in early 1917, as America prepared to join the allied war effort. Civil servants were keen to get the statue up, to please their new allies, but they were prevented by an unseemly row over which sculptor’s work to use. The statue was therefore delayed until 1920, and has puzzled visitors ever since.
National memorialisation took on a very different character after the Great War. By 1918, the reputations of Britain’s leaders had plunged in comparison with Disraeli and Gladstone’s day; the lives lost and mistakes made in the Great War had helped shift perceptions of the governing class. It is therefore no surprise that there was a qualitative and quantitative change in public memorialisation in the post-war period, and that politicians were the most obvious casualties. Facing class tension at best and revolution at worst, ravaged by war and massively in debt, the British establishment had other things on its mind than the idolisation of a political cadre which had so obviously failed in one of its primary duties, to preserve peace. Blackwood has pointed out that, of eight memorials erected in London between 1920 and 1926, ‘no less than four…had been planned before 1914 and two…were of men who had died before the First World War or just at its beginning.’ (Blackwood 1989, 14). By a different measure, in Cannadine’s statistical analysis (1983, 164), a peak of metropolitan monument-building can be perceived between 1861 and 1920, but the Great War shift is obscured by the phases he uses. He records the construction of 13 monuments in the 1911-20 period, but seven of those were put up by 1914, three in the early part of the war, and Lincoln had of course been planned before it. Only Edith Cavell, the ‘martyred’ wartime nurse, and Lord Wolseley, long-dead imperial hero, were post-1914 projects. The capital’s sole inter-war memorial to a parliamentarian was the statue of Viscount Curzon in 1931. The previous year had seen a monument to Mrs Pankhurst, but her outsider status and anti-establishment role made her a far from conventional politician. 
While, by contrast, the military leadership was memorialised, it was only the most significant and popular soldiers that were honoured with public memorials in London. Earl Roberts (on Horseguards Parade, 1924) was untainted by the mistakes of the Great War because he had been killed in 1914; Earl Kitchener (also on Horseguards, 1926), was another lost hero, having drowned in 1916; Marshal Foch (opposite Victoria Station, 1930) was the French Commander-in-Chief who had presided over the Armistice. Douglas Haig (Whitehall, 1937) remained popular for having helped bring the war to an earlier conclusion than anticipated, strange though that may seem to later generations used to his vilification in popular culture. Those generals aside, the thousands of memorials that sprang up across the country were rarely to individual soldiers. The most obvious symbol of the prevailing attitude to memorialisation was the Cenotaph in Whitehall, where a temporary monument in 1919 had proved so popular that it was turned into a permanent one in 1920. The memorial was not dedicated to any leader or hero, but to all ‘The Glorious Dead’. Blackwood has described the way in which the Great War ‘represents a watershed in commemorative sculpture’, noting that ‘there were many memorials but their emphasis swung away from the individual to the collective: the brigade, the division or the corps.’ (Blackwood 1989, 279-80). This tells only half the story, however: it was the ordinary soldier, the ‘common man’, that became the focus of popular memory, not their discredited leaders. This was to complete a process begun after the Crimean War, when the Guards Memorial in Waterloo Place had been ‘the first war memorial to raise to hero-status the ordinary troops.’ (Figes 2010, 468).
There was, therefore, little appetite for adorning Westminster with more monuments, but it did benefit from a broader desire for civic improvement. In an age of increased traffic and changing patterns of transport, there was renewed discussion about Parliament Square’s future in the 1930s. In 1935, Middlesex County Council purchased a site on the corner of Great and Little George Streets, to prevent commercial development in the anticipation of the area’s redesign. Such a project was prevented by the outbreak of another European war in 1939, but popular interest in the whole site was renewed when redevelopment was reconsidered across the capital after 1945. In December 1946, the news emerged that the Chancellor of the Exchequer, Hugh Dalton, had agreed to put new money into a redevelopment scheme (The Times, December 1946). The spring of 1948 saw an exhibition in the Tate Gallery of architectural models for the potential redesign. The architect George Grey Wornum was given the commission and, in December 1949, the Parliament Square (Improvements) Act received royal assent. Wornum had finished his plans by 1950, and the physical reorganisation was completed the following year. Partly as a result, Wornum was invested with the gold medal of the Royal Institute of British Architects in 1952, and was praised for the way in which the statues ‘were gathered together under the trees in orderly fashion’ and how he had ‘even made them all look in the same direction.’ (The Times, 1952). His redesign also facilitated use of the space at the heart of British establishment ceremonial during Queen Elizabeth’s coronation in 1953, when it was filled with stands.
	The orderly redesign of the site led to resistance from the art and architectural establishment to further development; it was no longer regarded as a temple to Parliament but, effectively, as an open-air museum, exemplified by the collection of Victorian memorials. In 1946, it had been proposed as the location for a monument to President Franklin D. Roosevelt. The Clerk to Middlesex County Council thought that ‘it would be impossible to find a more noble site for the proposed memorial…in the very heart of the Empire, adjoining the seat of government and the shrine of the monarchy, and in close proximity to the memorial to Abraham Lincoln’ (The Times, February 1946). Despite such sentiments, however, that memorial was placed in Grosvenor Square, home of the US Embassy. The area was also considered, but rejected, as the location for a memorial to King George V, who ended up beside Westminster Abbey. Although Wornum’s plans left room for two additional memorials – widely anticipated within government to be David Lloyd George (Liberal leader of the coalition government of 1916-22) and Winston Churchill – there was a growing sense that the Square was ‘finished’. After the reorganisation, officialdom at the Ministry of Works was clear in its view: ‘we have always felt that no more statues were needed in the Square.’ (Muir 1955). That view was shared by Wornum, whose reaction to the next addition was, the Ministry recorded, ‘the same as our own architects’, in other words, that he ‘would have preferred to leave the Square as it is’ (Leary 1955). For the non-political observers, this was simply an artistic process, and Wornum’s work located the whole project firmly in the past.
	This orderly process was disrupted by the politicians, who have consistently wanted to use Westminster as a space in which to project their own image of Britain – an image that is ever-changing. The countervailing pressures in the post-war world from politicians and the artistic establishment became evident when it was unexpectedly proposed that the South African wartime leader, Jan Christian Smuts, be commemorated in Westminster. This proposal did not signify a change in attitudes to public memorialisation; the critical difference was Smuts’s ‘outsider’ status. Unlike British politicians, Smuts had a potential value well beyond the domestic audience. In the process of memorialisation it was an advantage to be untainted by British party politics. It was surely no accident that – apart from Lord Curzon in 1931 – during the six decades between the appearance of Robert Clive’s statue in 1912 and Churchill’s in 1973, the only metropolitan monuments were to politicians outside the British parliamentary system, all but one of whom were foreign: George Washington (Trafalgar Square, 1921); Mrs Pankhurst (Victoria Tower Gardens, 1930); Roosevelt (Grosvenor Square, 1946); Smuts (Parliament Square, 1956); and Mohandas K. Gandhi (Tavistock Square Gardens, 1968). To take merely one contrasting example from British public life, royalty was riding its wartime wave of popularity: George V in 1947 and George VI in 1955 were uncontroversial.
In the mid-twentieth century, not being a British politician was an asset in memorialisation. Implicitly, the Liberal leader Clement Davies admitted as much when the Smuts memorial was announced, declaring that the statue ‘should be provided by Parliament, not merely on behalf of Parliament and on behalf of the British people, but also on behalf of the peoples of the British Commonwealth.’ (Hansard 1951, 488; 1226). Despite this, the Royal Fine Art Commission (RFAC) resisted the Smuts project on aesthetic grounds, and as far as it was concerned, its potential pair, a statue of Churchill, would compound matters. Even when the Smuts sculpture was complete, the RFAC chairman protested that ‘Smuts, there, would make nonsense of the present layout. He would also, almost inevitably, be followed by Winston, who would make things worse.’ (Crawford 1955). The memorial’s location was so controversial that the final decision in September 1955 was left to the Prime Minister, Anthony Eden. He was emphatic: ‘it is too late to re-open it all now.’ (Eden 1955). The politicians had their way; the Square was a political space, defined by politicians, not artists or architects. Yet even they did not want Churchill to appear there too. After his death, Harold Wilson’s Labour Government, beset by financial woes and not persuaded of the statue’s necessity, resisted memorialising Churchill in Parliament Square. Eventually worn down by a vocal Conservative backbench campaign, ministers offered to make a site available – but only if the public raised the money. For the political classes, Churchill, the ultimate insider, was much less desirable than Smuts. Political memorials were welcome only in very particular circumstances.

The twenty-first century Square

In the post-1918 pattern, the late twentieth century saw little appetite for the memorialisation of politicians. Had this article been written in 1995 rather than 2015, it might have concluded with Churchill’s appearance two decades before, but Parliament Square has since been reinvigorated as a political space. Culturally, it has been eclipsed by its neighbour, Trafalgar Square, long the focus of tourism, with displays of art on the empty ‘fourth plinth’, and public celebrations such as that in 2007 marking the award of the Olympic Games to London. The pedestrianisation of its north side has facilitated access and added to space for events. Yet, in political terms, Parliament Square now matters perhaps rather more than Trafalgar Square. The area has acquired new significance both as the home of dissent and of new memorials to ‘great’ men. 
Public space in the urban landscape, when occupied by the State’s icons, invites the profane as much as the sacred. One of the Square’s twenty-first century roles has been as the arena for challenges to the State’s authority. This is in noticeable contrast to the late twentieth century, when Trafalgar Square was the favoured choice for protests, such as over the Poll Tax in 1990. Parliament Square has been the scene of demonstrations both by groups and individuals, and the memorials offer themselves as ready targets for those who want to challenge the institutions they represent. In the May Day riots of 2000, the Square was temporarily turned into an allotment by the ‘Reclaim the Streets’ protestors, and they decorated the memorials in rather less reverent ways than the Primrose League, as one commentator described: ‘Lord Derby has a spliff in his hand. Jan Smuts is wearing a cycling mask. Churchill has his famous grass Mohican and “murderer” painted on the plinth by the Revolutionary Communist Unionists of Turkey’ (Griffiths 2000, 46). To name but two of the subsequent demonstrations, in 2002 there were stormy protests in Parliament Square by the Countryside Alliance, against a ban on foxhunting, and in 2010 students clashed with police as they demonstrated against fee increases. Famously, Brian Haw, a peace campaigner, maintained a camp in the Square for many years. Governments have responded by cracking down on protests in the space, first in the 2005 Serious Organised Crime and Police Act, and then in the Police Reform and Social Responsibility Act of 2011.
At the same time, Parliament Square has once again been the favoured location for memorials. Despite – or perhaps because of – the politically-charged nature of memorialisation, recent governments have officially adopted a laissez-faire approach. The installation of new memorials in London prompted one Labour peer, Lord Sheldon, to complain in 2011 about the ‘increasing number of statues, some of which have little interest. Should there not’, he asked a government minister, Baroness Hanham, ‘be a limited acceptance of such statues?’ The minister declined to favour a limit, commenting that, as the memorials had been built, ‘they must have been of interest to somebody.’ (Hansard 2011, 730; 1018). Her answer was typical of an official desire to avoid entanglement in the politics of memorialisation. Yet, while politicians are still memorialised far less than was the custom in Victorian Britain, three times in the last decade the political establishment has turned to Parliament Square to add new monuments.




Parliament’s destruction by fire provided an opportunity for a new public space. Ever since its creation, it has performed a prosaic daily function in the life of the nation, quite separate from its political one. With suitable modifications, it has enabled the progress of traffic, and it continues to fascinate visitors. Each day, they gather in clusters around the statues – particularly Churchill and Mandela – alongside a myriad small protests which at various times occupy the southern side of the Square opposite Parliament itself. For sightseers or passing visitors, the location of eleven substantial memorials makes the Square a public extension of Parliament, which – despite the traffic – is more readily accessible to the public than the Palace of Westminster itself. Yet, Parliament Square has long played, and continues to play, a more complex role in metropolitan and national affairs.
Parliament Square is a public space, but it is also a politicised one. From the moment that George Canning’s statue was moved there, the State signalled that the space would take on a special significance. In part, this made it ‘sacred’, as Stuart Burch has suggested, but that ‘sacralisation’ was only one aspect of a broader – and profoundly conservative – political project. The Square performed a similar function to other elements of Victorian culture, by which the people were offered ‘great lives’. But these were not mere biographical representations. Nineteenth-century Britain, like Tsarist Russia as described by Richard Wortman, had its own ‘scenarios of power’, in which memorialisation had a part to play. Monuments to ‘great’ statesmen not only displayed examples to follow – literally elevating them above the people – but they also implicitly emphasised the continuity of Britain’s governing institutions, and the virtues of the conservative constitutionalists depicted in bronze.
In the century and a half since its inception, the development of Parliament Square has reflected changing modes of commemoration. As faith in politicians faded in the morass of war, so too did the desire for public memorialisation, but the politicians’ desire to create their own visual record of Britain’s history did not. In the twentieth century, society’s low opinion of politicians meant that only the occasional memorial would be permitted, usually outsiders with particular international significance. In the twenty-first century, however, the governing classes have revisited the space, installing new monuments, albeit to radical politicians that do not proclaim too obviously the conservative nature of the project. Politicians have been reluctant to cede control of the space, either in terms of its security – over which they have exerted ever greater control – or in the more mundane business of the memorials themselves. Both the Labour government of 1997-2010 and its Conservative/Liberal Democrat successor have proclaimed their desire to hand over to local authorities the government’s residual power of approval for metropolitan memorials, but they have not done so. The draft Heritage Protection Bill of 2008 laid out such a change, but was never put forward in a legislative programme.
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